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THE British Museum is, next to the British Navy, the national
institution which is held in most universal respect abroad. A visit to
it is almost obligatory on travellers to this country'; and foreign
scholars regard it with a reverence which they sometimes extend to
the temporary custodians of its treasures. Yet no adequate history
of it exists. Its foundation and early years have been described by
Edward Edwards and others; but of its growth in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries there is no record except a few popular works
and the official guidebooks. My immediate predecessor. Sir E. Maunde
Thompson, after his retirement, set about a history of the Museum,
but could not carry it beyond the end of the eighteenth ccntufy. The
fact is that an active administrator has not the time for the necessary,
research; and a retired officer, unless he lives near at hand, cannot
have the constant access to archives in which the research has to
be made.
There is, however, a further difficulty. The Museum is now so
large, and its collection so multifarious, that no one person can ade-
quately deal with the whole^of it; what is needed is not a single
history of the Museum, but a scries of histories of its several Depart-
ments. The Departments of classical antiquities, of Egypt and Assyria,
of Oriental art and archaeology, of ethnography, of prints and draw-
ings, need separate histories by their own specialists. Some slight
beginning has been made with such specialized records. An account
of the growth of the buildings of the Museum was drawn up at the
time of the opening of the King Edward the Seventh Galleries in
1914; and in 1929 Mr. G. F. Barwick published a history of the
Reading Room. Now a more comprehensive attempt has been made
by Mr. Esdaile to do for the Library Departments (that is, the
Departments of Printed Books and of Manuscripts) what it is hoped
may be done for the other portions of the great Museum.